Pathways to care for patients in Pakistan experiencing signs or symptoms of breast cancer.
Multiple social and financial barriers exist to breast cancer detection in Pakistan, which may cause a delay in seeking care and the final diagnosis. This analytical study documents the pathways and time courses associated with referral to diagnostic centres to evaluate the clinical signs and symptoms of breast cancer. This report also verifies the association between socio-demographic and clinical indicators concerning the length of time spent before reaching diagnostic facilities. A purposive sample of 200 patients was selected from two tertiary care hospitals in Lahore, Pakistan, for the interviews. Descriptive statistics (that is, percentages, frequencies, and measures of central tendencies) and a multiple linear regression model were used to achieve the study objectives. The descriptive model showed 31-128 days interval between a patient's awareness of a clinical sign or symptom and receiving care. The healthcare system, including traditional healers, took from 7 to 194 days, and the time to diagnosis ranged from 15 to 30 days. Pain severity, larger tumour size, lack of clinical improvement, and the desire to obtain better treatment were reasons given for seeking care, but lack of awareness and fear of financial burden related to accessing healthcare facilities were identified as barriers. Moreover, socio-demographic and other predictive clinical factors were potentially associated with and substantially influenced the likelihood of the increased length of breast cancer patients' time to reach diagnostic centres. In conclusion, referrals by multiple healthcare providers, especially traditional healers and general practitioners, was a significant predictor for delay in diagnosis. Therefore, increased awareness and a responsive healthcare system may reduce the time from the recognition of symptoms to the early detection of breast cancer among women, thus improving outcomes in a developing country.